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1 Introduction: intelligence and empire

Foreign Secretary. What do you say? I am lukewarm and therefore looking
for guidance. On the whole I incline against another S.O.E.–O.S.S. duel, on
ground too favourable for that dirty Donovan.

Winston Churchill to Anthony Eden, April 1945.1

In early April 1945, Winston Churchill requested guidance from his Foreign
Secretary, Anthony Eden. The subject of his enquiry, ‘dirty Donovan’, was
none other General William J. Donovan, the Director of the America’s new
wartime secret service, the Office of Strategic Services (OSS). Donovan was
the ‘founding father’ of OSS and also of its direct successor, the Central
Intelligence Agency (CIA), where his statue now dominates the entrance to
the headquarters building at Langley, Virginia. Donovan had proved himself
a most sincere and valuable friend to Britain from the very outset of the
Second World War, championing American intervention against the Axis in
the inner circles of Roosevelt’s Cabinet in 1940 and 1941.2 Moreover, the
wartime years are viewed by most historians as a period during which an
increasingly close and co-operative relationship was constructed between the
intelligence communities of Britain and the United States.3 Prominent diplo-
matic historians have identified these links as being ‘at the heart of what
made the Anglo-American tie so different from other alliances’.4 Donovan
was central to this process, so it is curious to find Churchill referring to
Donovan in 1945 with such unequivocal distaste.

Churchill’s outburst was provoked by clandestine rivalry over the future of
China. In microcosm, this matter illustrates the complex wartime connections
between the politics of secret service and the politics of empire, explored at
length in this book. A vigorous dispute over secret service activity had arisen
in the area around Hong Kong. Churchill had first sought the advice of Lord
Selborne, the minister responsible for Britain’s wartime sabotage organis-
ation, the Special Operations Executive (SOE). Selborne had explained that
the American-controlled China Theater was attempting to exclude the British
SOE mission in China. Selborne’s resources were stretched elsewhere, and
he saw no military reason for SOE to intrude ‘where we are not wanted’.

1



2 Introduction

However he conceded the political aspect, noting that if SOE were present
in the region ‘our recovery of Hong Kong and British Borneo might well be
facilitated’.5

Churchill also consulted Oliver Stanley, the Secretary of State for Colonial
Affairs. His attitude was very different, declaring ‘a major interest’ in the
continued activities of Britain’s SOE in China, and insisting that SOE’s pres-
ence close to Hong Kong was of the ‘greatest importance’.6 SOE, Stanley
explained, could play a crucial role in facilitating the smooth recovery of the
Crown Colony of Hong Kong into British, rather than Chinese or American
hands, at the end of the war. For Stanley, SOE constituted a body of shock-
troops which would physically begin the recovery of British imperial territor-
ies throughout the Far East, even before the moment of Japan’s surrender.
Churchill therefore decided to defend the presence of Britain’s SOE in the
American-dominated China Theater. Accordingly, Churchill’s outburst was
provoked by two related subjects, both of which concerned him passionately
throughout his life: intelligence and empire.7

This study explores the interconnection between these two themes during
the Far Eastern War, focusing particularly on Anglo-American colonial con-
troversies.8 Accordingly, it deals with the high politics of British and Amer-
ican secret services in Asia, rather than cataloguing the low-level complexit-
ies of individual operations. It suggests that the intelligence failures of 1937
to 1941 owed much to a colonialmentalité, which prompted the West to
focus on internal colonial stability rather than external threats, and also
encouraged the underestimation of Japan. Thereafter, it suggests that the
course of the Far Eastern War witnessed the development of separate and
divergent ‘foreign policies’ by numerous secret services, some poorly con-
trolled. Their directors, whether British, American, Chinese, French or Dutch,
were increasingly preoccupied, not with the war against Japan, but with
mutual competition to advance national interest in the fluid situation created
by Japan’s dramatic southward expansion of December 1941.

The important role of secret service within the wider framework of Amer-
ican wartime anti-colonialism has often been alluded to. Donald Cameron
Watt has noted how Roosevelt was receiving regular American intelligence
reports about a European colonial conspiracy in South East Asia: ‘Nothing
could have been more calculated to make Roosevelt’s flesh creep’, observing
that the roots of this lay in ‘an inter-intelligence agency intrigue . . . within
the British led South East Asia Command Area’. Bradley F. Smith, in his
path-breaking study of OSS, has noted the survival of a ‘huge’ SOE organis-
ation in Asia beyond V-J Day, explaining ‘that London used the Southeast
Asian SOE contingent as a catchall organisation for those who would do the
work of reestablishing British authority in the area’. William Roger Louis
has also remarked in his discussions of decolonisation that intelligence ‘is a
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topic worth pursuing’.9 But despite these invaluable pointers, the links
between intelligence and empire have not been substantially explored.10

Important recent studies have not demonstrated a consensus about the sig-
nificance of secret service matters. Xiaoyuan Liu’s detailed study of Sino-
American wartime relations makes not a single reference to clandestine
organisations, in contrast to earlier work by Michael Schaller.11 Equally,
recent accounts of relations between Churchill and Roosevelt have chosen to
ignore secret service, despite the fact that Roosevelt shared some of Church-
ill’s extreme enthusiasm for the subject; indeed many modern studies of the
wartime ‘special relationship’ disregard this sphere altogether.12 Others, by
contrast, regard it as highly important, but these differences of approach are
rarely articulated or explained.13

Accordingly, this book moves between two large but barely connected
bodies of literature: one on Allied diplomacy during the Far Eastern War, the
other dealing with Allied intelligence. The wider framework, developed by
the late Christopher Thorne, is especially important.14 This book also seeks
to provide an antidote to the official history of SOE in the Far East, which
presented a misleadingly anodyne interpretation of its central purposes. This
official study focused narrowly on SOE’s military activities, neglecting the
political dimensions, which arguably became the dominant concern of its
senior officers.15

Official history has greatly advanced our knowledge of wartime secret
service. As early as 1966 M. R. D. Foot’s official history,SOE in France,
demonstrated how the history of special operations should be done. In the
1980s, the complex challenge of explaining the impact of secret intelligence
upon wartime strategy and operations was met by Sir Harry Hinsley and his
collaborators in a magisterial series.16 But the regrettable decision not to
extend this series to cover the Far Eastern War has left us with a vast lacuna.
This anomaly inevitably prompted speculation about the motives underpin-
ning that decision.17 Whatever the reason, it has denied many a place in
history.18

In contrast, the treatment of the American secret service activities during
the Far Eastern War has been much more satisfactory. American secret ser-
vice records were declassified in the 1980s, ten years before equivalent Brit-
ish papers, allowing American historians to combine consideration of the
written records with interviews with surviving practitioners. Indeed, the work
on MacArthur’s South West Pacific Area, and Nimitz’s Pacific Ocean Area
has been very comprehensive and accordingly this book restricts itself to the
war in Asia, and does not attempt to stray into the Pacific.19 Nevertheless,
the corpus of American work also contains distortions. For understandable
reasons, disproportionate attention has been devoted to Indochina. The assist-
ance given to Ho Chi Minh by the OSS, though a natural extension of Roose-
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velt’s anti-French and anti-colonial policies, is a beguiling subject for a coun-
try that suffered more casualties in Vietnam than in the First World War.20

But this can only be properly understood when it is placed in the context of a
vigorous and broadly consistent OSS anti-colonial policy across all of Asia.21

Meanwhile, the work of the French and Dutch secret services remains largely
a cipher.22

The politics of empire

Wartime conflict between British and American secret services in Asia mir-
rored political disagreement at the highest level between Roosevelt and Chur-
chill. While Churchill envisaged restored European colonial control in post-
war Asia, Roosevelt desired rapid independence for colonies, in some cases
under temporary United Nations tutelage, and the end of the British Empire
system of preferential trade. Yet neither Churchill nor Roosevelt was pre-
pared to allow their disagreements over Asian issues to frustrate their friend-
ship, or their shared sense that the European War should take priority. The
result was silence at the highest level on many sensitive questions. Both
found it convenient to postpone the moment when they would have to con-
front the full scale of their disagreements.

Churchill was the worst offender. He repeatedly frustrated attempts by the
Foreign Office to tackle Roosevelt on the question of the post-war status of
French Indochina, a Rooseveltian obsession. ‘Do not raise this before the
presidential election, the war will go on for a long time’, minuted Churchill
in March 1944, in response to an urgent plea from the Foreign Office.23

Roosevelt later complained to Eden that he had discussed Indochina twenty-
five times with Churchill, adding, ‘Perhaps discussed is the wrong word. I
have spoken about it twenty-five times. But the Prime Minister has never
said anything.’ In March 1944 Churchill explicitly instructed his officials to
‘adopt a negative and dilatory attitude’ on these questions.24 A similar silence
was preserved on Thailand, due to Churchill’s secret territorial designs on
Thailand’s southern peninsula, the Kra Isthmus. Roosevelt became equally
cautious about raising the matter of Indian independence, which he felt
should flow naturally from the provisions on self-determination in the Atlan-
tic Charter, the Allied declaration of war aims, agreed in August 1941. But
by 1942, he understood that attempts to discuss India simply made Churchill
angry and intractable. Thereafter, silence prevailed, and in the meantime each
leader attempted to inch ahead within their own areas of strategic control.

Consequently, the wartime management of these awkward questions was
often passed to reluctant subordinates in the Foreign Office and the State
Department, who were equally loath to articulate the full extent of their dis-
cord on Asia. Meanwhile they watched each other and waited. Allied intelli-
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gence organisations, instead of being briefed upon agreed joint post-war plan-
ning, were required to fill the silence by reporting things that might be
indicative of each other’s future intentions in Asia. Therefore, the American
OSS, and the British SOE and its sister service, the British Secret Intelligence
Service (SIS) – three key agent-based secret services operating in Asia – and
even signals intelligence, were increasingly directed towards political and
economic targets of an inter-Allied nature.25 Their activities in turn exacer-
bated tensions at higher levels.

Secret services were rapidly drawn into the arena of foreign policy-making
because, as they discovered, no military action was without political con-
sequences. Moreover in the absence of agreed joint long-term planning, Brit-
ish and American commanders, their political advisers, propaganda bureaux
and intelligence agencies gained an exaggerated impression of the extent to
which their wartime military control would determine the post-war settle-
ment. Operational pressures also required the rapid settlement of post-war
Asian questions. The inseparability of immediate military questions from
long-term political issues is nowhere more clearly underlined than in the
wartime despatches of John Paton Davies.

Davies was Chief Political Adviser to General Stilwell, Commander of the
American China–Burma–India (CBI) Theater and a central figure in the polit-
ics of secret service in CBI. In December 1943, soon after the formation of
Mountbatten’s neighbouring South East Asia Command (SEAC), he prepared
a commentary on ‘Anglo-American Cooperation in East Asia’ which went to
both Stilwell and OSS in Washington.26 It explored, with remarkable presci-
ence, the potential for Anglo-American political wrangling as the Japanese
were driven back across Asia. Davies asserted that to push Japan out of
Burma and Malaya was, at the same time, unavoidably to assist in the restora-
tion of British colonial rule, adding: ‘Why should American boys die to
repossess colonies for the British and their French and Dutch satellites?’
Moreover, Britain was secure in the knowledge that the Soviet Union was
bearing the brunt of the war in Europe and the United States was taking the
strain in the Pacific. This left Britain free to concentrate on the recovery of
its empire in the Mediterranean, South and South East Asia. He continued:

The re-acquisition and perhaps expansion of the British Empire is an essential under-
taking if Britain is to be fully restored to the position of a first class power. Therefore
reconquest of the Empire is the paramount task in British eyes. The raising of the
Union Jack over Singapore is more important to the British than any victory parade
through Tokyo . . . This interpretation does not impute heroic qualities to the British
Government; it does imply that it has lost none of its political acumen.

The display of American military strength in India and South East Asia was
a problem for an empire whose fac¸ade, as British officers frankly admitted,
was visibly crumbling. He noted: ‘We embarrass them by our very presence,
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for the fact that it is necessary for us to be here reflects on British prestige.’
The presence of Americans working in the fields of propaganda or civil
affairs in India made the British ‘acutely apprehensive lest there occur some
ingenuous American outburst on the subject of liberty for colonial peoples’.

OSS was influenced by Davies’ prescient analysis of the Mountbatten
approach to limiting the damage inflicted by the American presence. British
tactics were to accept American assistance ‘for they have no alternative’, but
subsequently to consolidate with the United States on grounds of efficient
co-operation and then, ‘by dominating the integrated partnership, bring us
into line with their policy and action’. Britain repeatedly tried to apply these
techniques to OSS and to American propaganda bureaux, but in vain. Instead
Washington followed Davies, who urged the maintenance of ‘a purely Amer-
ican identity’ in all things.

A ‘purely American identity’ was of even greater importance, Davies
argued, in areas which had not previously been under the formal control
of European empires. A highly visible commitment to anti-imperialism was
essential to American credibility in the independent countries of post-war
Asia such as China and Thailand, where the United States cherished her own
ambitions. Therefore the danger of being associated with the British was a
problem with thewidest possibleramifications for the future of the American
position in all of post-war Asia. Davies put it succinctly: ‘The Chinese and
later the Thais, will feel – as many Chinese already do – that we have aligned
ourselves with the British in a ‘‘whiteocracy’’ to reimpose western imperial-
ism in Asia.’27 To many, including Davies, the new secret services, including
OSS and its sister propaganda organisation, the Office of War Information
(OWI), were the ideal instruments to deal with these awkward politico-
military questions and to help maintain the crucially separate American iden-
tity.

There were more specific reasons why secret services were quickly drawn
into political controversies. First, from the outset, the wily nationalist and
communist resistance movements in Japanese-occupied areas demanded
political assurances about the future in return for co-operation with Allied
intelligence. British and American secret services found themselves bidding
against each other with policy statements, often extempore in nature, in order
to obtain indigenous agents and influence. Such policy statements confronted
sensitive political issues on which the diplomats had contrived to remain
silent. Secondly, contact with senior resistance figures, in some cases clearly
the embryonic political leaders of post-war Asia, offered irresistible oppor-
tunities.

Thirdly, and arguably most importantly, rivalry was exacerbated by the
nature of the personnel recruited during the rapid wartime expansion of secret
service. The urgent need for regional expertise and personnel fluent in
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obscure languages led them to recruit predominantly from the businessmen,
financiers, traders, colonial officials and policemen active in Asia before
1941. Many of these men were keenly interested in the post-war survival or,
alternatively, the demise of the European colonial economic system in Asia,
along with its tariffs and preferential trade agreements. This influx of new
personnel occurred at all levels. The first overall Far Eastern Director of
SIS, Godfrey Denham, was a director and later Chairman of Anglo-Dutch
Plantations Ltd, while the Far Eastern director of SOE appointed in 1942,
Colin Mackenzie, was a Director of J. & P. Coats Limited, with extensive
regional textile interests. Until Mackenzie’s arrival, the most senior SOE
figure had been John Keswick, a Director of the China trading conglomerate
Jardine Matheson Limited. As the war progressed, SOE began to resemble
empire trade in khaki. Equally, many American OSS officers had previously
worked for Texaco or Westinghouse.28

Empire interest within OSS, SIS and SOE met with different reactions
from officials in London and Washington. In London, Anthony Eden and the
Foreign Office had entertained reservations about the sabotage organisation,
SOE, even from its formation in 1940.29 They had found requests for political
declarations to assist SOE in their contact with various resistance groups,
such as the Free Siamese (Thais), awkward and tiresome. In August 1944,
Sir Maurice Peterson, a senior official overseeing Far East policy confronted
Mackenzie, the Head of SOE in the Far East. Peterson was not a sympathetic
figure and was known to Foreign Office juniors as ‘Uncle Beastly’. But he
had also worked closely with both SOE and the Political Warfare Executive
(PWE), and was well placed to fire penetrating questions at Mackenzie.30

Peterson saw limited military value in SOE operations, and asked what the
real motives were. Peterson recorded:

I had a long conversation last night with Mr Mackenzie (in private life director of J.
and P. Coats) who is, I understand, head of SOE in SEAC . . . I dealt faithfully with
the Free Siamese Movement and said I hoped we had heard the last of it. Mr Macken-
zie was reduced to defending it on grounds of post-war trade.31

The re-establishment of British influence in post-war Asia was also top prior-
ity for SOE’s Director of Overseas Operations, the Australian Colonel (later
Brigadier) George F. Taylor, based at the SOE London headquarters in Baker
Street. From mid-1943, the energetic Taylor was effectively Chief of Staff
of SOE, superintending all its operations outside Europe. Passionately con-
cerned with empire, he travelled constantly to Cairo and the Far East.32 When
the British clandestine presence in China and Indochina became major issues
in the London Joint Intelligence Committee towards the end of the war, it
was Taylor who was determined ‘to hold the floor and do all the talking’.33

In September 1944, Taylor visited the Foreign Office for conversations
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with John Sterndale Bennett, Head of the Far Eastern Department, regarding
a bitter Anglo–American–French dispute over operating boundaries for clan-
destine operations in Asia. Taylor advocated a tough line, explaining that
SOE’s permissions in Asian theatres related directly to attempts to restore
British influence throughout the region.34 Taylor interpreted this dispute

as being part of an American plan to squeeze us altogether out of Indochina and
Siam . . . and torelegate us to a comparatively minor role in the whole Far Eastern
war. He felt that the Chiefs of Staff might look at it from a purely military point of
view without giving full weight to the disastrous political results which could ensue
if such intentions on the part of the United States succeeded . . . Hehoped that the
Foreign Office would take up the political point strongly.

Taylor then explained that SOE could compensate for the fact that Britain
did not have large conventional forces in places such as China. He asked
Sterndale Bennett, ‘whether, with a view to counteracting this American plan,
if it existed, it would not be a good thing to intensify SOE activities in
Siam, Indochina and even on the South China coast [Hong Kong]’. Taylor’s
argument was that even if Britain was relegated to a minor role, ‘our share
in the freeing of these territories would at least be realised locally’. The
Foreign Office had traditionally been unhappy about clandestine operations
of any kind, especially as a device to steal a march on Washington, and
Sterndale Bennett became evasive. He suggested that this was a military
matter and a question for the Chiefs of Staff alone. Taylor, however insisted
that it was a political question and, to Sterndale Bennett’s alarm, proposed
approaching the strategic planning teams to have his ideas inserted into a
brief for a forthcoming Churchill–Roosevelt summit at Quebec in mid-
September 1944. Alarmed, Sterndale Bennett told Taylor bluntly that the
Foreign Office, ‘did not favour the intensification of SOE activities in Indo-
china, Siam and South China if this was purely intended to forestall the
Americans. The friction which might be created might not be worthwhile.’

But fundamentally the Foreign Office shared Taylor’s deep concerns about
Roosevelt’s future plans and accepted that all might not go well at Quebec.
They were also increasingly aware of the activities of the American OSS. So
Sterndale Bennett added that, after very careful consideration, they might
support SOE activities ‘to mitigate the effects locally of any decision which
might be taken adversely to our general interests at the forthcoming meeting
with the President’. Plausible deniability for any such activity was the key.
If plans could be presented as military in purpose then ‘naturally’ the Foreign
Office would ‘be inclined to consider them favourably’. This whole conversa-
tion ‘was very tentative . . . and weleft it at that for the moment’.35

Such discussions on the underlying purpose of SOE activities in Asia were
extremely rare. Taylor was not inclined to suffer restraint, while the Foreign
Office was uncomfortable with Taylor’s pronounced interest in political mat-
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ters. In contrast, SOE received strong encouragement from the Colonial
Office, who shared SOE’s view of the political importance of pre-
occupational activities and regarded Eden as unduly deferential to American
anti-colonial sentiments. The Colonial Office repeatedly encouraged SOE and
made available many of its personnel to facilitate operations in Asia. Equally,
SOE enjoyed good relations with the British imperial network in Africa.36

The politics of secret service

Insoluble political differences over the future of empire, in which the actors
were sometimes personally interested, constitute the most powerful explana-
tion of political antagonism between Allied secret services during the Far
Eastern War. But the situation was vastly complicated by cross-cutting
national and inter-allied disputes over the organisation and control of
expanding secret services. Each country began the war with several long-
established secret services and continued to launch new ones with alarming
frequency throughout the war. Inevitably, in London and Washington, and
later in regional centres such as Algiers, Cairo and Delhi, there ensued
unseemly internal struggles over empires of a different type: the new and
uncharted areas of burgeoning secret service bureaucracy.

It cannot be pretended that contests for bureaucratic power were the sole
preserve of wartime government, or of secret services. Throughout the twenti-
eth century, in both Whitehall and Washington, ministries and departments
were in constant competition for resources and for control of policy. As a
former Cabinet Secretary once observed, the first thing to remember about a
central government is that it is ‘merely a federation of departments’.37 But
the advent of war had transformed the bureaucratic landscape completely. In
the past there had been incremental, sometimes almost imperceptible, shifts
of power, with disputes tending to focus on particular issues that engaged the
remit of more than one department. But now the scale of change was entirely
different, with the complete re-allocation of functions, and the overnight cre-
ation of whole new ministries with ill-defined rights and permissions. Gov-
ernment now dealt with subjects in which, hitherto, it had not concerned
itself. Established departments met these problems by launching new sub-
sections. The British Foreign Office had twelve departments in 1940 and
twenty-seven departments by 1942. In capital cities and regional centres,
hotels, schools and prisons were appropriated to accommodate new organisa-
tions and temporary buildings disfigured open spaces.38

In the United States, Donovan’s new OSS organisation outgrew its initial
building in Washington within months and the nearby National Health Insti-
tute was evicted from their offices to make room for it. The previous occu-
pants expressed their annoyance by bequeathing them a laboratory full of
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virus-laden animals on the top floor. OSS continued to grow, expanding into
vast temporary wooden buildings as its personnel mushroomed from a few
hundred in 1942 to 13,000 by 1944. Plywood was the ubiquitous material
that characterised bureaucratic growth. Graham Greene captures this well in
his description of the Ministry of Information, based in the requisitioned
Senate House at the University of London:

He opened the door of his dark room. It had been built of plywood in a passage, for
as the huge staff of the Ministry accumulated like a kind of fungoid life – old divisions
sprouting daily new sections which then broke away and became divisions and
spawned in turn – the five hundred rooms of the great university block became inad-
equate: corners of passages were turned into rooms, and corridors disappeared over-
night.39

Meanwhile, outside Oxford, at Bletchley Park, workmen were busy erecting
what would become perhaps the most famous temporary structures of the
war, the numbered huts for the greatly increased staff required by the Govern-
ment Code and Cypher School (GC&CS).

The politics of expanding wartime secret service quickly became notorious.
Many organisations competed over new and ill-defined responsibilities. By
1939, secret and semi-secret service encompassed a broad interrelated spec-
trum of activities including propaganda, deception, escape and evasion, and
economic warfare, as well as the more traditional forms of sabotage and
espionage. In London, the ministries that had traditionally owned overseas
policy, such as the Foreign Office and the Board of Trade, now found them-
selves rudely jostled by the new ministries, such as Economic Warfare, with
vague responsibilities for everything from trading with the enemy to radio
broadcasts. These disputes were difficult to ignore, for many new protagonists
enjoyed direct access to Churchill or Roosevelt, and used this to press their
case. Donovan’s entre´e to key members of Roosevelt’s inner circle, such as
Henry Stimson, Frank Knox and Henry Morgenthau, was especially alarming
to officials in wartime Washington.

Senior figures resented the time spent adjudicating between these new
shadow organisations with their ill-defined remits. The diary of Sir Alexander
Cadogan, Eden’s Permanent Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office, perhaps
the most lucid account of wartime Whitehall, reveals the nature of these
problems, which had begun to dog him even in 1939:

R. A. B. [Rab Butler] about administrative questions. I can’t stand these. I am sud-
denly told that a Department in the Ministry of Obfuscation has to be reorganised: it
must come back ‘under control’ of the Ministry of Circumlocution. But there is a
great difficulty, as the Head of the Department – Colonel Shufflebottom – ought not
to be there, and I ought to substitute Mr Piffkins. (Other people tell me this is a ramp,
and that the real man is Nuffkins.) I don’t know S., or P., (or even N.). I can’t grasp
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what they are supposed to be doing. I have no data to go upon: how the Hell can I
decide? But I was at it all day – and work accumulating.40

As this extract makes clear, matters were not helped by the fact that these
new areas of unconventional warfare were not widely understood. The arcane
terminology was baffling and was sometimes employed to deliberately con-
fuse.

Yet Cadogan’s diary is also eloquent on the genuine need for new secret
service organisations at the outset of the war. In Britain this was due to
alarming inadequacies of the traditional overseas service, SIS. The extended
bureaucratic turmoil that accompanied the expansion of British secret and
semi-secret activities in the period 1938-42 can be explained in two ways.
Firstly, by the long-term neglect and chronic underfunding of SIS in the
inter-war years, necessitating rapid expansion and repeated reform of secret
service activities from 1938. SIS had encountered some catastrophic failures
during 1938 and 1939 and minsters were looking elsewhere to locate new
initiatives. Cadogan noted as late as 25 May 1940: ‘We agree to overhaul
SIS, which wants it BADLY!’41 Secondly, and just as important, was the
response of Sir Stewart Menzies, the new Head of SIS, to these attempts at
reform. By deflecting attempts at a thorough recasting of SIS in 1939–40, he
missed the opportunity of creating a centralised and well-organised body,
dealing with a full range of secret activities, under direct Foreign Office
control. Indeed, as an intelligence officer of the old school, he initially even
refused to serve as a member of the Joint Intelligence Committee (JIC), pre-
ferring SIS’s traditional aloofness from the rest of Whitehall.42 Churchill, not
yet Prime Minster when Menzies took up his post in late 1939, was right to
be uneasy about the appointment.43

In Washington too, various functions, such as propaganda and economic
warfare, escaped Donovan’s initial conception of a single centralised secret
service at a fairly early stage. The result was diaspora, and the bureaucratic
equivalent of a bar-room brawl of five years’ duration. But Donovan was
more intelligent than either of his British counterparts and had the sense to
place himself under the wing of the US Joint Chiefs of Staff by 1943, redu-
cing frictions somewhat, enhancing his power and eventually ensuring some
longevity for field elements of OSS, who passed to War Department control
in 1945.44

Brawls occurred on the ground as well as at the policy level. In late 1941,
Nigel Clive, a young SIS officer, arrived at his first posting in Baghdad for
his first taste of ‘the jungle of the intelligence world’. He made a point of
enquiring how all these rival organisations had come into existence:

If I was at first puzzled, I soon became cynical about the time spent on fierce interde-
partmental warfare. It became a commonplace to say that if fifty per cent of the day
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1 Sir Alexander Cadogan, senior official at the Foreign Office

could be devoted to trying to defeat Hitler, we were doing well and might win the
war. The SOE team was unquestionably the best in my view and I collaborated with
them closely. This did not always please the head of my office (SIS), who preferred
to believe what he was told by his own sources of information, and had restricted his
contacts with the rest of the intelligence community to an irreducible minimum.

This state of affairs had developed even before rival American and Free
French organisations had arrived in the region.45

The established literature on intelligence during the Second World War
has tended to emphasise signals intelligence. The organising and exploiting
of the invaluable ‘real time’ information derived from cryptanalysis (signals
intelligence), in a manner that allowed it to effectively inform strategy and
operations, was indeed remarkable. Much attention has been given to the
Joint Intelligence Committee system in London and Washington which, by
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the latter phases of the war, provided an increasingly refined mechanism for
overseeing this. Undoubtedly, this experience compared well with Germany,
where Hitler deliberately pitted one secret service against another with disast-
rous results, anda fortiori with Japan.46 Yet it remains a mystery why Allied
governments, capable of producing this system for co-ordinating intelligence,
failed to co-ordinate the human agencies that conducted a broader range of
activities from espionage and sabotage to propaganda. This book, which has
but a regional focus, can only shed tangential light upon this troublesome
question.

Anthony Eden certainly resented the fact that SOE, which for a while
also controlled ‘black’ propaganda, was under the new Ministry of Economic
Warfare, headed by its notably abrasive minister, Hugh Dalton. There were
frequent and bitter confrontations. SOE caused Eden multiple embarrass-
ments in neutral countries as far apart as Portugal, Turkey, Iran and Thailand.
British ambassadors felt persecuted by SOE personnel, whom they did not
control, but who nevertheless made use of the diplomatic immunity offered
by their embassies. In April 1942 Eden complained to Churchill that he had
recently been confronted about SOE activities in Istanbul by the Ambassador
of neutral Turkey, who had observed:

They seem to have too much money to spend. We know they are employing men of
very disreputable character who are well used to all forms of international sharp
practice. Some of these men are also being paid by the Germans . . . hewould have
taken this matter up with the [British] Ambassador some time ago, but he knew that
these men were not under his control, but under the control of a man called ‘Dawson’
[Dalton] or some such name in London.47

Eden responded in the short term by demanding a Foreign Office veto over
Dalton’s SOE operations in neutral countries. His long-term reaction was a
campaign to place SOE under the authority of either the Chiefs of Staff or
the Foreign Office. But this latter ambition was not realised until early 1946.

Events in Washington during the emergence of Donovan’s OSS organis-
ation, together with its sister organisations, such as the OWI and the Board
of Economic Warfare (BEW) mirrored the London pattern almost exactly.
Although the organisational culture of Washington was more tolerant of
uncoordinated action, the radical nature of the resulting changes, combined
with the personality of Donovan, a man supremely intolerant of proper
administrative procedure, drove senior officials to distraction. Breckinridge
Long, a senior figure in the State Department, lamented that Donovan ‘is into
everybody’s business – knows no bounds of jurisdiction – tries to fill the
shoes of each agency charged with responsibility for a war activity’. He
added that Donovan ‘has had almost unlimited money and a regular army at
work and agents all over the world’. Donovan’s greatest achievement was to
have recognised, perhaps more than officials in London, the need for secret
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service to be centrally organised, but in wartime Washington this was a dan-
gerous mission.48

After 1942 these national problems were multiplied by their increasingly
inter-allied nature. Although history is littered with examples of secret service
co-operation between states, often termed ‘liaison’, the Second World War
marked a qualitative change. The presence of large numbers of organisations
operating on a global scale resulted in what was effectively a new form of
diplomacy, characterised by the negotiation of elaborate secret service treat-
ies, defining rights, permissions and spheres of interest. Liaison was valued
not only because of the very real cost-efficiencies of information sharing, but
also because it could be used to track, or even to restrict, allied activities.
‘Co-ordination’ and ‘integration’ were words which came to be regarded with
justified caution by all concerned.49

A key dimension of the developing politics of secret service was the ten-
sion between nationally directed secret services and the dictatorial tendencies
of regional commanders with ‘Allied’ authority. No suitable wartime formula
was ever found to resolve this problem. OSS, SOE and,a fortiori, SIS consid-
ered themselves to be global organisations, taking orders from their respective
executive chiefs in Washington and London. They were reluctant to concede
more than the loosest ‘co-ordination’ to theatre commanders and departed at
will from formal agreements. Theatre commanders demanded the right of
veto over their operations, if not complete control. This problem had reper-
cussions in every wartime theatre. General MacArthur, who operated his
South West Pacific Area (SWPA), like a private fiefdom, was a prime
example. OSS did not set foot inside it, while conversely MacArthur com-
plained that he ‘had to bargain like a rug merchant throughout the war’ to
obtain intelligence from the US Navy. Mountbatten tackled this issue more
successfully in South East Asia Command, based in Ceylon, developing an
apparatus, known as Priorities (P) Division, for co-ordinating the twelve sep-
arate secret services, but its edicts were often ignored. This problem remained
unresolved in the post-war period. A considerable section of the ‘treaty’ con-
cluded by SIS with the newly formed CIA in the late 1940s tried to address
this complex matter. But this did not preclude endless argument about how
these matters were to be arranged under entities such as NATO and SHAPE
(Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe) and SACEUR (Supreme
Allied Command Europe). The Korean War was marked by real difficulties
between MacArthur and the CIA.50

Finally, tensions were exacerbated by the inner culture of secret service
organisations. That their activities depended upon secrecy offered a strong
inducement to avoid consultation or collaboration. Operations were inevitably
less secure if they had been discussed in detail by five interested departments
in three different countries. Moreover, it was argued, if security was tight
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then the operation would remain invisible and other interested departments
could not be offended. Indeed, it seemed only a natural extension to apply
the techniques of their own service to bureaucratic competition, described by
one senior OSS officer as using the ‘rubber dagger’.51 But while the use of
the ‘rubber dagger’ delivered some tactical successes, in the long term its
effects were deleterious. By the end of the Second World War the very men-
tion of secret service induced a neuralgic twinge in senior officials, who
wanted it curtailed or abolished. It was its contribution to bureaucratic war-
fare, rather than real warfare, that coloured the views of many in Whitehall
and Washington on secret service for decades to come.


